Health and social problems encountered by treated and untreated obstetric fistula patients in rural Ethiopia.
To assess health, social, and psychological problems encountered by women with treated and untreated obstetric fistula (OF). A cross-sectional study consisting of quantitative and qualitative components was conducted in seven administrative regions of rural Ethiopia. Fifty-two women with OF were interviewed on the subjects of their socioeconomic status and history of the development of OF. Qualitative in-depth interviews were conducted with 27 of the untreated women and seven of the treated women. A total of 19 153 houses were surveyed, and 55 women with fistulae were identified, of whom 52 were interviewed. Thirty-six of the interviewed women (69.2%) were divorced, 10 (19.2%) were not allowed to eat with family members, and 23 (44.2%) were not members of any community associations. Of the 48 women with feelings of depression, 28 (54.2%) had suicidal ideation. Twenty-four women attributed their development of a fistula to evil spirits, to a curse, or to sin. The in-depth interviews revealed that treatment improved family and social life; however, some health, social, and sexual problems remained. Women with OF encounter health, psychological, and social consequences that are not completely resolved by repairing the fistula. The care of women with OF should go beyond surgical treatment and should include support for their reintegration into the community with proper follow-up.